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Ten days before Venezuela has its "mega-elections," President Hugo Chavez still holds a
commanding lead in the polls, despite corruption scandals and more splits in his governing coalition
(see NotiSur, 05-05). Divisions in the government intensified May 15, when leaders of Patria para
Todos (PPT), one of three parties in the governing coalition, withdrew its support for Chavez's reelection bid.
The party, angered that Chavez would not support some of its candidates for local offices, said it
would not back any candidate in the presidential race. The PPT decision could have international
ramifications, since Oil Minister Ali Rodriguez, the current president of the Organization of
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), belongs to the PPT. Rodriguez, whose term ends in March
2001, has been a key unifying force in OPEC.
Party leaders said he is free to decide whether to stay in the government. The growing discontent
inside the Polo Patriotico did not appear to affect Chavez's chances in the May 28 vote, and Chavez
dismissed the PPT withdrawal as "irrelevant." The most recent polls gave Chavez a 23-point
advantage over chief rival Francisco Arias Cardenas, with 55% of respondents saying they would
vote for Chavez and 32% for Arias.
Most political observers believe Chavez's advantage is solid and that Arias cannot win, especially
given Chavez's overwhelming support among the 80% of the population who are poor. Arias has
the backing of the wealthiest 20% of the population, as well as major communications media and
business interests. But Arias said there are "pollsters for everyone's taste, and some only show an
eight- or 10-point lead, while others put us ahead of Chavez."

Cardenas steps up accusations
Arias, who participated with Chavez in the failed 1992 coup, split with him in February to launch his
presidential bid, quickly winning support among the middle and upper classes strongly opposed
to Chavez. On May 11, Cardenas called on Venezuelans to defeat Chavez to prevent him from
converting Venezuela "into another Cuba." He has accused the administration of high-level
corruption and of setting up a dictatorship in Venezuela by concentrating all power in the executive.
Arias said if he were elected, he would reverse the expanded roll that Chavez has given the military.
He said the military were upset and distressed "to be raising chickens," and that, on May 28, "when
I win the elections, the armed forces will return to their barracks and the job of national security."
In the increasingly personal presidential campaign, Chavez advised Arias to avoid campaigning in
poor barrios after a melee in which Chavez's supporters in a Caracas slum pelted Arias with rocks,
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bottles, fruit, and trash. Arias "insists on going to poor neighborhoods and there, without a doubt,
people reject him," said Chavez. "People can't understand why someone who once talked about
revolution is now allied with the most rancid oligarchy."
Fearing that the campaign could become more violent, the electoral council proposed a
"nonaggression pact" for the candidates, but Arias said he would not sign such an agreement, since
it would be meaningless. Corruption charges on all sides The corruption allegations by the Arias
campaign center mostly on Luis Miquilena, president of the Comision Legislativa Nacional called
the congresillo the 21-member transitional legislature hand-picked by the Chavez administration.
Miquilena is the most powerful person in the government after Chavez.
Miquilena's chief accuser is Jesus Urdaneta, former head of the security police (DISIP). Urdaneta,
an ally of Arias, accused Miquilena of misusing public funds, giving false statements, and illicit
enrichment. The accusations were among 46 cases of alleged corruption by civilian members of
the government brought by Urdaneta, who was fired in February. Chavez recently announced that
the DISIP, which has been guilty of serious human rights abuses, would be disbanded and a new
security agency created.
Public Prosecutor Javier Elechiguerra has requested an investigation by the Tribunal Supremo de
Justicia (TSJ) to see whether evidence exists to charge Miquilena with corruption. Miquilena said
he would give up his parliamentary immunity if the court decided to go ahead with the charges.
But Arias said Miquilena "should quit his post now." Saying that he had asked Chavez to dismiss
Miquilena three months ago when the corruption charges first emerged, Arias said the president
was "either an accomplice or incompetent."
Chavez, campaigning in southwestern Venezuela, told reporters the charges "will have to be
investigated fully." He said the prosecutor's decision "shows nobody is untouchable here," that
"there is a real independence of powers...and that it's totally false that Hugo Chavez has all the
powers [of state] by the throat." Urdaneta has also been charged with corruption. Elechiguerra cited
Urdaneta for illicit enrichment, while the head of the opposition's election campaign, Jorge Garrido,
was accused of embezzlement while acting as head of the transport authority. Garrido said he was
leaving his campaign job to face the charges, which he also denied.

Efforts to present image of fair elections
On May 10, the Venezuelan government called on the diplomatic corps to join election observers on
election day as part of its bid to dispel doubts raised about the transparency of the biggest and most
closely monitored elections in the nation's history. "You can be assured that these elections will be
totally clean," said Foreign Minister Jose Vicente Rangel as he invited the ambassadors to Venezuela
to participate in electoral observation and monitoring activities. Rangel said the electoral system
"prevents fraud," emphasizing that the government has invited numerous international observers.
Eduardo Semtei, vice president of the Consejo Nacional Electoral (CNE), said the agency had sent
53 invitations to international organizations and that he assumes that "all are coming." The invitees
include inter-American organizations, political groups, electoral commissions from other Latin
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based Carter Center arrived in Venezuela several days ago to prepare for its election-monitoring
activities.
The first members of an Organization of American States (OAS) observer mission are expected
to arrive in Caracas this week. Meanwhile, high-level government functionaries presented their
resignations on May 14. Vice President Isais Rodriguez said the resignations were submitted
to allow Chavez, if he is re-elected, to make any changes he sees fit. [Sources: El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 05/04/00, 05/10/00; Inter Press Service, 05/10/00; Notimex, 05/10/00, 05/14/00; Associated
Press, 05/15/00; Spanish news service EFE, 04/26/00, 05/05/00, 05/10/00, 05/15/00, 05/16/00; Reuters,
05/05/00, 05/10/00, 05/15/00, 05/16/00; CNN, 05/16/00]
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